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[57] ABSTRACT

An arcjet thruster has a body defining a constrictor and
nozzle constituting an anode and forming an arc cham-
ber. An elongated rod constitutes a cathode spaced
from the constrictor by a gap generally coextensive
with the arc chamber. An electrical potential is applied
to the anode and cathode to generate an electrical arc in
the arc chamber from the cathode to the anode. Propel-
lant is supplied to the arc chamber with generation of
the arc so as to produce thermal heating and expansion
of the propellant through the nozzle. The thruster em-
ploys several features which improve its performance.
One feature relates to the use of propellant blends with
high specific impulse additives. Another feature relates
to injection of the high specific impulse additive into the
bulk propellant feed at the region of the cathode tip.
Still another feature relates to recirculation of a small
fraction of propellant from the constrictor region of the
arc chamber and injection thereof into the bulk propel-
lant feed at the region of the cathode tip. A final feature
relates to regeneration and reaction of the bulk propel-
lant feed within the structure of the anode body and
circulation to the region of the cathode tip.

21 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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PERFORMANCE ARCJET THRUSTER

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

Reference is hereby made to the following copending
U.S. patent applications dealing with related subject
matter and assigned to the assignee of the present inven-
tion:

1. “Improved Efficiency Arcjet Thruster with Con-
trolied Arc Startup and Steady State Attachment” by S.
C. Knowles and W. W, Smith, assigned U.S. Ser. No.
811,569 and filed July 23, 1986, now U.S. Pat. No.
4,800,716, granted Jan. 31, 1989.

2. “Arcjet Thruster with Improved Arc Attachment
for Enhancement of Efficiency” by W. W. Smith and S.
C. Knowles, assigned U.S. Ser. No. 103,471, filed
09/29/87 and now allowed.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention generally relates to small pro-
pulsion systems for maneuvering spacecraft and, more
particularly, is concerned with an electrothermal arcjet
thruster employing any one of several different features
for improving performance.

2. Description of the Prior Art

As conventionally known, an electrothermal arcjet
thruster converts electrical energy to thermal energy by
heat transfer from an arc discharge to a flowing propel-
lant and from thermal energy to directed kinetic energy
by expansion of the heated propellant through a nozzle.
For an explanation from an historical perspective of
arcjet thruster construction and operation and the prob-
lems associated with this type of electrothermal propul-
sion, attention is directed to the following publications:
“Arcjet Thruster for Space Propulsion” by L. E. Wall-
ner and J. Czika, Jr., NASA Tech Note D-2868, June
1965; “The Arc Heated Thermal Jet Engine” by F. G.
Penzig, AD 671501, Holloman Air Force Base, March
1966; and “Physics of Electric Propulsion” by R. G.
Jahn, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1968. Attention is
also directed to U.S. Pat. No. 4,548,033 to G. L. Cann.

Most electrothermal arcjet thrusters have as common
features an anode in the form of a nozzle body and a
cathode in the form of a cylindrical rod with a conical
tip. The nozzle body has an arc chamber defined by a
constrictor in a rearward portion of the body and a
nozzle in a forward portion thereof. The cathode rod is
aligned on the longitudinal axis of the nozzle body with
1ts conical tip extending into the upstream end of the arc
chamber is spaced relation to the constrictor so as to
define a gap therebetween.

An electric arc is first initiated between the cathode
rod and the anode nozzle body at the entrance to the
constrictor. The arc is then forced downstream through
the constrictor by pressurized vortex-like flow of a
propellant gas introduced into the arc chamber about
the cathode rod. The arc stabilizes and attaches at the
nozzle. The propellant gas is heated in the region of the
constrictor and in the region of arc diffusion at the
mouth of the nozzle downstream of the exit from the
constrictor. The super heated gas is then exhausted out
the nozzle to achieve thrust.

Historically, pure propellants, typically ammonia
(NH3) or hydrogen (H>), have been used in electrother-
mal arcjet thrusters. More recently, hydrazine (N;Hy)
has been used as the propellant in arcjet thrusters devel-
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2

oped by the assignee of the present invention. Propel-
lants such as ammonia and hydrazine are storable in
space as a liquid without refrigeration, whereas cryo-
genic propellants such as hydrogen and helium are not.
Specific impulse levels achievable with propellants
readily storable in space (e.g. NH3;, NoH4) have been
limited to 800-1000 Ibf-sec/Ibm (pounds of force-
second per pounds of mass), substantially lower than
typical values of up to 1,500 Ibf-sec/lbm achievable
with cryogenic propellants (e.g. Hz, He).

However, the performance advantage of cryogenic
propellants due primarily to their very low molecular
weights are offset by these same characteristics which
make them difficult and expensive to store in space in
useful quantities. Nonetheless, it would be desirable to
be able to improve thruster performance to a level ap-
proaching that achievable using cryogenic propellants
without adopting the difficulties normally associated
with such propellants.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides an improved perfor-
mance arcjet thruster designed to satisfy the aforemen-
ttoned needs. Underlying the present invention is the
perception that arcjet thruster performance can be im-
proved and enhanced by a more refined approach to the
formulation of the propellant used in the thruster and to
the injection and circulation of the propellant stream in
the arc chamber of the thruster.

The present invention encompasses several different
features, unknown in the prior art, which substantially
ameliorate the problems associated with use of cryo-
genic propellants but have promise for improving the
performance of the arcjet thruster for making it an
economical and reliable propulsion system for maneu-
vering spacecraft. Most of the features are advanta-
geously incorporated together in the same arcjet
thruster to realize significantly improved efficiency and
performance, although in certain instances the advan-
tages to be denved from some of the features can be
enjoyed separately from the others in different thrust-
ers.
Basically, each of the features provide enhancement
of arcjet thruster performance, efficiency and/or useful
lifetime. One feature relates to the addition of small
amounts of a second gas component, preferably a cryo-
genic propellant, to the bulk stream of storable propel-
lant feed to the arcjet to increase specific impulse.

Another feature relates to the injection of small
amounts of a second gaseous propellant, again prefera-
bly a cryogenic propellant, into the region of the arc
chamber surrounding the cathode of the thruster in
order to, first, modify the physical properties of the arc
column to reduce the amount of energy lost to frozen
flow losses, and, second, control the thermal and chemi-
cal environment of the cathode surface to minimize
thermal stress and chemical erosion and thereby in-
crease cathode life.

Still another feature relates to the recirculation of a
small fraction of propellant, using the substantial pres-
sure differential between the source in the constrictor
boundary layer and the injection site near the cathode as
a means of preheating propellant feed to the central arc
region in order to increase thruster efficiency and spe-
cific impulse.

A final feature relates to the generation of a propel-
lant gas mixture for enhancing arcjet performance by
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controlled decomposition of a feed gas in a reactor/re-
generator which utilizes waste heat available from the
thruster anode body.

These and other advantages and attainments of the
present invention will become apparent to those skilled
in the art upon a reading of the following detailed de-
scription when taken in conjunction with the drawings
wherein there is shown and described an illustrative
embodiment of the invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

~ In the course of the following detailed description,
reference will be made to the attached drawings in
which:

FI1G. 1 18 a schematical axial sectional view of the
cathode rod and anode nozzle body of a standard prior
art arcjet thruster.

FIG. 2 is a graph illustrating the relationship of spe-
cific impulse as a function of the ratio of thruster input
power to total mass flow rate for different propellant
mixtures in accordance with a first feature of the pres-
ent invention.

FIG. 3 is a schematical axial sectional view of a first
embodiment of an improved performance arcjet
thruster having a first type of propellant injection in
accordance with a second feature of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 4 1s a schematical axial sectional view of a sec-
ond embodiment of an improved performance arcjet
thruster having a second type of propellant injection in
accordance with a third feature of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 5 is a schematical axial sectional view of a third

embodiment of an improved performance arcjet

thruster having a first type of propellant injection and
circulation in accordance with a fourth feature of the
present invention.

FIG. 6 is a schematical axial sectional view of a
fourth embodiment of an improved performance arcjet
thruster having a second type of propeliant injection
and circulation in accordance with a fifth feature of the
present invention.

F1G. 7 is a cross-sectional view of the fourth embodi-
ment of the thruster taken along line 6—6 of FIG. 6.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION |

In the following description, like reference numerals
designate like or corresponding parts throughout the
several views of the drawings. In different embodiments
of the thrusters containing the features of the present
“invention, parts corresponding to those of the standard
or prior art thruster will have the same reference nu-
merals but different letters associated therewith.

STANDARD ARCJET THRUSTER OF THE
PRIOR ART

Referring now to the drawings, and particularly to
FIG. 1, there is shown in schematical fragmentary form
a standard constricted arc geometry electrothermal
arcjet thruster of the prior art, generally indicated by
the numeral 10. As conventionally known, the arcjet
thruster 10 basically includes an anode 12 in the form of
a cylindrical body composed of electrically-conductive
metal and a cathode 14 in the form of an elongated
cylindrical rod composed of electrically-conductive
metal with a conical tip 16. The anode body 12 has an
arc chamber 18 defined by a constrictor 20 in the form
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4

of a cylindrical surface 22 in a rearward portion of the
body and a nozzle 24 in the form of a conical surface 26
in a forward portion thereof. The cathode rod 14 is
aligned on the longitudinal axis A of the anode body 12

with its tip 16 extending into the upstream end of the arc
chamber 18 in spaced relation to the constrictor 20 so as

to define a gap 28 therebetween.

A power controller 30 is electrically connected be-
tween the anode body 12 and the cathode rod 14 and is
operable in a known manner for establishing an electri-
cal potential therebetween, being positive at the anode
body 12 and negative at the cathode rod 14, to initiate
generation of an arc 32 across the gap 28. The power
controller 30 is represented in block form since its com-
ponents are well known in the art, and to reproduce
them in detail would only serve to increase the com-
plexity of the explanation of the arcjet thruster 10 with-
out adding to its clarity.

The arc 32 is first initiated between the tip 16 of the
cathode rod 14 and the anode body 12 at the entrance to
the constrictor 20. The arc 32 is then forced down-
stream along the surface 22 of the constrictor 20 by
pressurized vortex-like flow of a propellant gas, as rep-
resented by the arrow 34, through and past the gap 28,
through the constrictor 20 and out the nozzle 24 of the
thruster 10. The arc 32 stabilizes at the surface 26 of the
nozzle 24 of the anode body 12.

In the above-described standard constricted arc ge-
ometry arcjet thruster 10, the electric arc 32 is “con-
stricted” by the parallel electrode geometry of the con-
strictor cylindrical surface 22 and by the radial gas
dynamic forces of the induced vortex generated by
tangential injection of the propellant. The propellant
gas 1S heated in the region of the constrictor 20 and in
the region of arc diffusion at the mouth 36 of the nozzle
24 downstream of the exit from the constrictor. This
superheated gas is then exhausted out the nozzle 24 to
achieve thrust. The electrical circuit of the arcjet
thruster 10 is completed between the cathode rod 14
and anode body 12 with arc attachment occurring in the
region of the nozzle mouth 36. The location of arc
attachment in the anode body 12 is determined by the
mass flow rate, which “pushes” the arc diffusion region
down the nozzle 24, and by the availability of an electri-
cally conductive region, i.e. the anode body, for arc
attachment.

SHORTCOMINGS OF STANDARD ARCJET
THRUSTER

Suboptimal performance of the standard arcjet
thruster 10 can be attributed, at least in part, to two
shortcomings. A first shortcoming is that, as mentioned
briefly earlier, the propellants most commonly consid-
ered for use in arcjets in space propulsion, such as am-
momia and hydrazine, while relatively easily storable in
space, are limited in the specific impulse levels they can
achieve. Thus, as would be expected, their use results in
suboptimal performance of the thruster. Other potential
propellants, such as the cryogenic gases hydrogen and
helium, while capable of achieving much higher spe-
cific impulse levels, raise storability issues which make
them unlikely candidates for missions requiring large
propellant masses.

A second shortcoming is that in life tests beyond
eight hours the standard arcjet thruster 10 exhibits sub-
stantial erosion of the cathode 14 due to extended oper-
ation at very high cathode temperature levels and expo-
sure during this time to highly reactive species formed
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from trace impurities in the grades of ammonia and
hydrazine typically used as propellants. More specifi-
cally with respect to the second shortcoming, in the
standard arcjet thruster 10 the propellant gas is intro-
duced into the portion of the arc chamber 18 surround-
ing the cathode 14 in such manner as to impart a sub-
stantial circumferential velocity vector in addition to
the velocity component directed downstream along the
axis A of the anode body 12 and the constrictor 20
therein. The result is a vortex flow concentric with the
axis A and in a general direction parallel to the cylindri-
cal surface 22 of the constrictor 20 towards the expan-
ston nozzle 24. A characteristic of such vortex flow
regime 1S a lower pressure, central core surrounded by
a higher pressure, outer flow region near the constrictor
wall or surface 22. The resulting radial pressure gradi-
ent serves to stabilize the arc 32 which is struck axially
between the cathode 14 and anode body 12, and confine
it to the central, lower pressure core, as shown in FIG.
1. Such gas dynamic confinement facilitates operation
of the arc 32 at temperatures far in excess of the melting
point of the material of the anode body 12, which is
generally a refractory such as tungsten. Very large
radial temperature gradients exist in the constrictor 20
and nozzle 24, with temperatures near the center of the
. plasma arc 32 in excess of 10,000 degrees K, and bulk
average temperatures of from 3500 to 5000 degrees K.
Arc operation and thus thruster performance are gov-
erned by a complex balance of heat generation, heat
transfer, chemical/ionic reaction, and radiation pro-
cesses which are strongly affected by the properties of
the propellant gas.

The features of the present invention which will now
be described relate directly to different propellant mix-
tures or formulations for use in the arcjet thruster and to
modifications in injection and circulation of the propel-
lant stream in the arc chamber so as to reduce the short-
comings of the standard arcjet thruster 10 described
above and thereby improve performance thereof.

PROPELLANT BLENDS WITH HIGH SPECIFIC
IMPULSE ADDITIVES

The first feature of the present invention is directed to
achievement of enhanced arcjet thruster performance
through provision of a different propellant mixture
wherein the conventional bulk propellant contains a
higher specific impulse additive. Small amounts of a
second, low molecular weight gas component, such as
the cryogenic gas hydrogen, mixed with a bulk storable
propellant gas, such as ammonia, has proven to result in
arcjet thruster performance which is enhanced to a
greater extent than would be predicted by mass
weighted averaging of the pure component perfor-
mance parameters.

This improvement in thruster performance is illus-
trated by the graph of FIG. 2, which presents data
obtained through tests with a 30 kW class arcjet
thruster. The data are plotted as specific impulse (Isp) as
a function of the ratio of thruster input power (P) to
total mass flow rate (m) for different propellant mix-
tures or biends. Experimental data for pure hydrogen
(H2) and pure ammonia (NH3) feed gases are shown, as
well as for several (NH3:H>) blends. Thus a bulk mix-
ture of 20% hydrogen and 80% ammonia, by weight,
can produce specific impulse values in an arcjet thruster
which are near the average of the pure component
specific impulses.
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Such dramatic effects are due in general to the way in
which the lower molecular weight additive, such as
hydrogen, affects the physics of arc operation, and spe-
cifically to a reduction in frozen flow losses. Frozen
flow losses which include ionization, disassociation, and
deposition of energy into excited molecular states,

occur when the propellant gas is heated to very high
temperatures by close contact with an electric arc and
then exhausted out a nozzle. Insufficient time in high
pressure regions is allowed to recombine the ions or
disassociated molecules or to relax the excited states.
Energy locked into these processes is, therefore, lost
and unavailable for thrust.

The small amounts of additives or “seed” compo-
nents may be added to the bulk propellant stream in any
of several ways. One way is the bulk mixing of sepa-
rately stored components to a homogeneous mixture
prior to introduction to the arc chamber at the cathode.
Another way is the storage and subsequent use of the
gases as a homogeneous mixture. Still another way is
the injection of the separately stored additive into the
region surrounding the cathode, and thus preferentially
into the central arc region of the flow, where the modi-
fication of arc operation can be even more dramatic
than with bulk mixing of the components upstream
from the thruster. (Means for such injection relate to the
second and third features of the present invention de-
scribed next.) Yet another way is generation of the
desired additive by controiled partial chemical decom-
position of the bulk propellant feed stream in a reac-
tor/regenerator which utilizes waste heat from the
thruster anode body. (Means for such additive genera-
tion relates to the fifth feature of the present invention
described later below.)

PROPELLANT INJECTION IN CATHODE TIP
REGION

The second and third features of the present inven-
tion relate to two different means for injecting the sepa-
rately stored bulk propellant and additive into the re-
gion surrounding the cathode, FIGS. 3 and 4 show first
and second embodiments of an improved performance
arcjet thruster, generally designated 10A and 10B, em-
ploying these respective features. The basic designs and
components of the thrusters 10A, 10B are generally
similar to that of the standard thruster 10 of FIG. 1:
thus, only the differences between them will be de-
scribed in detail hereinafter.

In both first and second embodiments, the thrusters
10A, 10B include ports 38 defined through their anode
bodies 12A, 12B for injection of bulk propellant streams
into the respective arc chambers 18A, 18B upstream of
the cathode tips 16A, 16B. The angular relationships of
the ports 38 relative to the axes A of the anode bodies
12A, 12B are such that the injected bulk propellant
streams create vortex flows in and along the axes of the
respective chambers 18A, 18B and constrictors 20A,
20B. The ports 38 are connected via lines (not shown) to
a suitable source (not shown) of bulk propellant gas
such as has been provided in arcjet thrusters heretofore.

Further, the first thruster embodiment of FIG. 3
1llustrates means for injecting a propeliant additive from
through the cathode rod 14A into the region of the arc
chamber 18A at the cathode tip 16A and into the central
region of the arc 32A. The injection means is in the
form of a central, larger diameter, cylindrical passage-
way 40 having a plurality of smaller diameter end chan-
nels 42 being defined longitudinally through the cath-
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ode rod 14A of the thruster 10A. The end channels 42
extend in outward flared fashion from the downstream
end of the passageway 40. The channels 42 have outlets
44 located near the downstream edge 46 of the cathode

tip 16A, but far enough upstream therefrom and from
the initial arc attachment zone with the anode 12A

across the gap 28A therebetween to avoid deformation
of the portions of the cathode surrounding and defining
the channels 42 due to the high temperatures at the
cathode tip 16A. Also, the cathode rod edges forming
the outlets 44 of the channels 42 must be smoothly
rounded to an appropriate radius to prevent arc attach-
ment at the outlets 44.

The second thruster embodiment of FIG. 4 illustrates
an alternative means for injecting a propellant additive
from along the exterior of the cathode rod 14B into the
region of the arc chamber 18B at the cathode tip 16B
and into the central region of the arc 32B. The injection
means is in the form of a hollow cylindrical sleeve or
sheath 48 disposed concentrically about and extending
along the cathode rod 16B and which defines therebe-
tween an annular flow conduit 50. The sheath 48 is
closed at its upstream end by an insulative ring 52 which
mounts the sheath in insulative and spaced relation to
the cathode rod 16B. The sheath 48 has a series of cir-
cumferentially spaced apertures 54 formed there-
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More particularly, the recirculating means is in the
form of at least a pair of return passages 56 having

generally U-shaped configurations. The base portion 58
of each passage 56 is defined in the anode body 12C so

as to extend parallel to its axis A. Leg portions 60 are
defined in the anode body 12C at respective upstream
and downstream ends of each passage 56 (which are
located in correspondence to the constrictor 20C and
the upstream end of the cathode rod 14C, respectively)
50 as to extend generally radially with respect to the
axis A. The upstream one of the leg portions 60 has
inner and outer sections 62, 64 with the inner section
being inclined relative to the axis A toward the nozzle
24C of the anode body 12C. Propellant recirculation
through the return passages 56 is driven by the steep
radial pressure gradient in the constrictor 20C due to
the vortex flow therethrough. The wall to center pres-
sure ratio at a given axial position in the constrictor can
be as high as 2:1. |

Therefore, in this boundary layer recirculation design
of the third thruster embodiment 10C, a small amount of
propellant gas from the cooler outer flow is removed
via the openings 66 to the inner sections 62 of the return

- passage upstream leg portions 60 which are defined in

through near and downstream of the ring 52 by which

the annular flow conduit 50 receives the propellant
additive gas from a suitable source (not shown). The
downstream end of the sheath 48 is open. It must be
appropriately rounded to prevent arc attachment and be
far enough upstream from the cathode tip 16B to pre-
vent damage from the severe thermal environment of
the arc attachment zone.

The sheath 48 may be connected to the power con-
troller 30B for maintaining it at some electrical potential
slightly higher than that of the cathode 14B to further
retard arc formation between the sheath 48 and the
anode body 12B. However, its electrical potential must
not be so high as to facilitate arc formation between the
sheath 48 and cathode rod 14B.

In both embodiments of FIGS. 3 and 4, the secondary
- stream of the additive gas is injected into the arc cham-
bers 18A, 18B so that it is drawn into the axial arc re-
gion of the respective constrictors 20A, 20B due to the
vortex flow pattern created by the bulk propellant in-
jection. The cathode tip designs also facilitate substan-
tial cooling of the cathodes 14A, 14B, thereby extend-
ing cathode life. In addition, both cathode tip designs
may be used to condition the chemical environment of
the hot cathodes to prevent or substantially reduce
chemical reaction between the respective cathodes
14A, 14B and the propellant gases or attendant gaseous
impurities, thereby extending cathode life. Finally, both
cathode tip designs may be used to facilitate boundary
layer recirculation, as described below.

BOUNDARY LAYER RECIRCULATION

The fourth feature of the present invention relates to
means for recirculating a portion of the collar outer
vortex flow of propellant gas from the constrictor via
either one of the cathode tip designs of FIGS. 3 and 4 to
the central arc region. FIG. 5 shows a third embodi-
ment of an improved performance arcjet thruster, gen-
erally designated 10C, employing this feature. The basic
design and components of the thruster 10C are gener-
ally stmilar to that of the first thruster embodiment 10A
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the constrictor cylindrical wall or surface 22C. The
removed gas flow is routed via the return passages 56
within the anode body 12C to the cathode rod 14C for
injection into the central arc region. FIG. 5 illustrates
the return passages 56 of the boundary layer recircula-
tion design in conjunction with a cathode injection
design as illustrated in FIG. 3 wherein a central pas-
sageway 40C with end channels 42C is utilized as in the
first thruster embodiment 10A of FIG. 3; however, it
should be understood that the return passages 56 of the
recirculation design of FIG. 5 could just as readily be
used in conjunction with the sheath 48 of the cathode
injection design in FIG. 4.

To retard arc attachment at the openings 62 to the
return passage upstream leg portions 60, an annular
portion 68 of the anode body 12C of the thruster 10C
containing the openings 62 may be electrically isolated
by annular-shaped dielectric spacers 70 from the anode
and cathode electrical potentials and connected to the
power controller 30C independently thereof to main-
tain the portion at some potential intermediate to them.
A high temperature dielectric is appropriate for use as
the insulative spacers 70. As an alternative, the anode
body portion 68 can be fabricated from a high tempera-
ture dielectric material, as also shown in FIG. 5, thus
eliminating the need for the dielectric spacers 68. The
material of the spacers 70 and annular anode body por-

‘tion 68 can be boron nitride, alumina, quartz or any

suitable high temperature insulation.

During passage through the constrictor 20C, the
outer vortex flow serves primarily to stabilize and con-
fine the arc 32C, thus protecting the constrictor surface
22C. The gas in the vortex flow also undergoes substan-
tial heating by contact with the arc 32C and by contact
with the constrictor surface 22C as it passes through the
constrictor 20C. In the boundary layers recirculation
design, then, the feed to the central arc region is effec-
tively preheated while on its first pass through the con-
strictor 20C to stabilize the arc 32C. The use of pre-
heated feed to the central arc region allows higher tem-
perature to be achieved in the arc, and thus facilitates a
higher specific impulse thruster.



4,926,632

9

The fraction of the total flow recirculated in this
manner will be as high as 209% on a mass basis, depend-
ing on the particular thruster design and power level.
Such levels of recirculation are capable of fully supply-
ing the arc portion of the flow with preheated propel-
lant. Recirculation flows may be combined with an
additive gas or gases as described previously in connec-
tion with the first feature of the present invention.

PROPELLANT DECOMPOSITION
REACTOR/REGENERATOR

The fifth feature of the present invention relates to
means for reacting and regenerating part of the propel-
lant prior to circulating the same to the arc chamber at
the location of the cathode. A fourth embodiment of an
improved performance arcjet thruster, generally desig-
nated 10D, is shown in FIGS. 6 and 7 employing this
feature.

The reacting and regenerating means takes the form
of multiple regeneration passages 72 defined within the
anode body 12D so as to run generally parallel to its axis
A. The regeneration passages 72 are circumferentially
spaced from one another, as shown in FIG. 7, with
regeneration feed passages 72f located radially further
from the axis A than the regeneration return passages
12r. The feed passages 72f are connected at their down-
stream ends to the upstream ends of the return passages
72r. Such connections are located in the anode body
12D near the forward end of the nozzle 24D. As men-
tioned, part of all of the propellant feed to the thruster
10D 1s routed through these passages 72 prior to injec-
tion into the arc chamber 18D.

From the inner return passages 72r, the propellant
feed .is routed through flow passages 74 defined in the
anode body 12D extending parallel to the cathode rod
14D and connected at their upstream ends to the return
passages. The propellant feed passes via the flow pas-
sages 74 through the injection ports 76 at the down-
stream ends thereof and located adjacent the cathode
tip 16D. In passing through the passages 72, the propel-
lant feed gas is heated to temperatures up to 1600 de-
grees K.

The regeneration passages 72 can be used in conjunc-
tion with either one of the cathode injection designs of
FIGS. 3 and 4 in order to inject the partially dissociated
propellant feed within the central arc region where its
effect 1s greatest. Such an application does not necessar-
ily require that the entire propellant feed stream be
passed through the regeneration passages 72; an option
is to pass therethrough only that portion of the total
flow to be routed for cathode injection.

The benefits of passing the propellant feed through
the regeneration passages 72 prior to injection into the
arc chamber 18D are threefold. First, controlled de-
composition of the propellant feed gas to form lower
molecular weight constituents is facilitated. While resi-
dence times in the regeneration passages 72 are typically
too short for equilibrium dissociation to occur, partial
dissociation can be made to occur such that sufficient
quantities of lower molecular weight constituents are
generated to cause dramatic thruster performance im-
provement, as described supra under the section entitled
“Propellant Blends With High Specific Impulse Addi-
tives”.,

The specific case of pure ammonia feed gas serves to
tllustrate the effect. Although equilibrium dissociation
of NHj3 at 1600 degrees K and 1-2 atmospheres of pres-
sure (a typical feed pressure for arcjet thrusters) is com-
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plete, such complete dissociation is unlikely due to re-
generation passage residence time limits. However,
partial endothermic dissociation of ammonia in an arcjet
thruster regenerator can produce quantities of diatomic
and monatomic hydrogen (H; and H) sufficient to dra-
matically increase thruster performance over that with
a pure NH feed. Such dissociation can be homogeneous
gas phase reaction, or it can be promoted by a catalytic
agent applied on the regeneration passage walls or to
substrate particles packed into the passages. It is well
known that NH3; decomposition is catalyzed by rhe-
nium, a refractory metal suitable for anode body fabri-
cation. The degree of propellant dissociation may be
controlled as desired by judicious design of arcjet oper-
ating conditions (mass flow rate, power, current), the
anode and regeneration passage configurations, (and
thus the residence time therein) and use of catalyst and
substrate. |

Second, preheating of the propellant feed gas facili-

tates higher bulk average temperatures at the constric-
tor exit, and thus higher specific impulse levels. Third,
cooling of the anode body reduces thermal stress on
thruster materials, thus extending thruster life. Cooling
of the anode body also reduced thermal radiation from
the anode outer surface, thus simplifying thermal man-
agement associated with thruster/spacecraft integra-
tion. -
For mass flow rates and heat transfer coefficients
typical of arcjet thrusters, the propellant gas flowing
through the regeneration passages 72 can remove only a
portion of the waste heat being deposited into the anode
body 12D by the arc 32D in the arc attachment region
of the nozzle 24d. Care must therefore be taken in de-
signing the passage configuration to ensure that the
radial conductive path between the passages is wide
enough to allow sufficient heat conduction to the anode
outer surface, from which the anode body is cooled
radiatively. Inadequate conduction paths through the
passages 72 can cause temperatures at the surfaces 22D
and 26D respectively of the constrictor 20D and nozzle
24D to approach or exceed even the melting point of
tungsten. -

It 1s thought that the present invention and many of
its attendant advantages will be understood from the
foregoing description and it will be apparent that vari-
ous changes may be made in the form, construction and
arrangement of the parts thereof without departing
from the spirit and scope of the invention or sacrificing
all of its material advantages, the form hereinbefore
described being merely a preferred or exemplary em-
bodiment thereof.

We claim:

1. In an arcjet thruster, the combination comprising:

(a) a body forming an annular-shaped constrictor and
an annular-shaped nozzle being tandemly-arranged
and having respective surfaces which together
define an arc chamber, at least said nozzle being
electrically conductive to constitute an anode:;

(b) an elongated member having a tip disposed adja-
cent to and spaced upstream from said constrictor,
said member being electrically conductive to con-
stitute a cathode spaced from said anode by a gap
generally coextensive with said arc chamber;

(c) means for applying an electrical potential to said
anode and cathode so as.to generate an electrical
arc 1n said arc chamber from said cathode to said
anode which produces thermal heating of propel-
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lant gases flowing through said chamber and ex-

pansion thereof through said nozzle; and

- (d) means for supplying a propellant gas blend com-
posed of a higher molecular weight propellant
having a first specific impulse and a lower molecu-
lar weight propellant having a second specific im-
pulse greater than said first specific impulse to said
arc 1n said arc chamber.

2. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 1, wherein
said low molecular weight propellant is a cryogenic
propellant gas.

3. In an arcjet thruster, the combination comprising:

(a) a body forming an annular-shaped constrictor and
an annular-shaped nozzle being tandemly-arranged
and having respective surfaces which together
define an arc chamber, at least said nozzle being
electrically conductive to constitute an anode;

(b) an elongated member having a tip disposed adja-
cent to an spaced upstream from said constrictor,
said member being electrically conductive to con-
stituted a cathode spaced from said anode by a gap
generally coextensive with said arc chamber:

(c) means for applying an electrical potential to said
anode and cathode so as to generate an electrical
arc in said arc chamber from said cathode to said
anode which produces thermal heating of propel-
lant gases flowing through said chamber and ex-
pansion thereof through said nozzle; and |

(d) means for separately injecting a separately sup-
plied bulk propeilant having a first specific impulse
and a propellant additive having a second specific
impulse greater than said first specific impulse into
said arc chamber in the region of said tip of said
cathode. |

4. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 3, wherein
the bulk propellant is a high molecular weight propel-
lant and the propellant additive is a low molecular
weight propellant.

5. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 3, wherein
said injecting means includes means defining at least one
port extending through said body and opening into said
arc chamber adjacent to and upstream of said tip of said
cathode for injection of the bulk propellant into said arc
chamber in the region of said cathode tip.

6. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 5, wherein
said port extends in an oblique angular relationship
relative to a central axis of said body such that the in-
jected bulk propellant create a vortex flow in said arc
chamber.

7. In an arcjet thruster, the combination comprising:

(a) a body forming an annular-shaped constrictor and
an annular-shaped nozzle being tandemly-arranged
and having respective surfaces which together
define an arc chamber, at least said nozzle being
electrically conductive to constitute an anode;

(b) an elongated member having a tip disposed adja-

cent to and spaced upstream from said constrictor,.

said member being electrically conductive to con-
stitute a cathode spaced from said anode by a gap
generally coextensive with said arc chamber:

(¢) means for applying an electrical potential to said
anode and cathode so as to generate an electrical
arc in said arc chamber from said cathode to said
anode which produces thermal heating of propel-
lant gases flowing through said chamber and ex-
pansion thereof through said nozzle;

(d) means for separately injecting a separately sup-

- plied bulk propellant and propellant additive into
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~ said arc chamber in the region of said tip of said
cathode; and |

(e) said injection means including means defining a
passageway through said cathode and said tip
thereof for injecting the propellant additive
through said cathode into said arc chamber at the
region of said cathode tip and into a central region
of the arc formed between said cathode and anode.

8. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 7, wherein
sald passageway includes an elongated central portion
defined longitudinally through said cathode and a plu-
rality of outwardly flared end portions connected to
said central portion and defined through said cathode
adjacent to and upstream of said tip thereof.

9. In an arcjet thruster, the combination comprising:

(a) means forming an annular-shaped constrictor and
an annular-shaped nozzle being tandemly-arranged
and having respective surfaces which together
define ar arc chamber, at least said nozzle being
electrically conductive to constitute an anode:

(b) an elongated member having a tip disposed adja-
cent to and spaced upstream from said constrictor,
said member being electrically conductive to con-
stitute a cathode spaced from said anode by a gap
generally coextensive with said arc chamber;

(c) means for applying an electrical potential to said
anode and cathode so as to generate an electrical
arc in said arc chamber from said cathode to said
anode which produces thermal heating of propel-
lant gases flowing through said chamber and ex-
pansion thereof through said nozzle; and

(d) means for recirculating an outer boundary layer
portion of the propellant gas from said constrictor
into said arc chamber at the region of said cathode
tip and into a central region of the arc formed
between said cathode and anode.

10. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 9, wherein
sald recirculating means includes at least one return
passages extending between said constrictor of said
body and said cathode.

11. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 10, wherein
said passage has a generally U-shaped configuration and
includes a base portion and a pair of leg portions located
at respective upstream and downstream ends of said
base portion.

12. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 11, wherein
said body includes means for electrically isolating an
annular portion of said body containing said passage
upstream leg portion from the electrical potentials of
said anode and cathode.

13. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 12, wherein
said 1solating means is a pair of annular-shaped dielec-
tric spacers disposed on opposite upstream and down-
stream ends of said annular portion of said body. -

14. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 11, wherein
sald annular portion of said body is composed of a di-
electric material for electrically isolating said portion
from the electrical potentials of said anode and cathode.

15. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 9, further
comprising: .

(a) means for separately injecting a separately sup-
plied bulk propellant and propellant additive into
said arc chamber in the region of said tip of said
cathode.

16. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 15, wherein
the bulk propellant is a high molecular weight propel-
lant and the propellant additive is a low molecular
weight propellant.
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17. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 15, wherein
said injecting means includes means defining at least one
port extending through said body and opening into said
arc chamber adjacent to and upstream of said tip of said
cathode for injection of the bulk propellant into said arc
chamber in the region of said cathode tip.

18. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 17, wherein
said port extends in an oblique angular relationship
relative to a central axis of said body such that the in-
jected bulk propellant create a vortex flow in said arc
chamber.

19. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 15, wherein
said injecting means includes means defining a passage-
way through said cathode and said tip thereof for inject-
ing the propellant additive through said cathode into
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said arc chamber at the region of said cathode tip and
into a central region of the arc formed between said
cathode and anode.

20. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 15, wherein
said injecting means includes means for injecting the
propellant additive from along the exterior of said cath-
ode into said arc chamber at the region of said cathode
tip and into a central region of the arc formed between
said cathode and anode.

21. The arcjet thruster as recited in claim 20, wherein
said propellant additive injecting means includes a hol-
low sheath disposed concentrically about, spaced out-
wardly from, and extending along said cathode so as to

define therebetween an annular flow conduit.
& * ] x |
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